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Urban Conservation in Singapore : A Survey of
State Policies and Popular Attitudes
Lily Kong and Brenda S . A. Yeoh
[Paper first received, September 1992 ; in final form, June 1993]
Summary. This paper focuses on the intersection of state policies and popular attitudes towards
urban conservation in Singapore . It first reviews changing state policies which have shaped the
built environment from slum clearance in the 1950s and 1960s to the conservation of the city's
historic districts in the 1980s and 1990s. It then explores the degree of convergence between the
state and the public in terms of the meaning and purposes of conservation, the question of whose
heritage to conserve and which strategies are appropriate . While there is general agreement on
the need for conservation and the benefits it confers on the city, there are also divergences over
specific issues such as the authenticity of the conserved landscape, the degree to which traditional
trades and lifestyles can be retained, and the level to which public opinions are considered in state
planning .
Introduction
While the conservation of landscape heritage
in towns and cities has attracted increasing
comment in the academic literature on urban
development in Western cities (Prince, 1984 ;
Slater, 1984 ; Lowenthal, 1985 ; Hardy, 1988 ;
Tunbridge, 1989), the subject remains largely
terra incognita for the Third World city
(Tunbridge, 1984, p. 171 ; Ali, 1990, p. 74) .
Yet, given the rapid transformation of the
urban fabric in many non-Western cities,
contentious issues relating to prioritising
conservation vis-a-vis redevelopment have
recently gained prominence on the urban
planning agenda in these cities . In the South
Indian subcontinent, for example, the debate
over whether to develop or demolish, con-
serve or rebuild old walled cities in India and
Pakistan, seen alternatively as inner cities of
decay, discord and deprivation or micro-
cosms of the subcontinent's rich urban
heritage, is inextricably locked into the larger
question of communal and party politics
(Naidu, 1990 ; Mehra, 1991) . This debate
takes on a slightly different hue in southern
Africa where former colonies intent on push-
ing ahead with national development tussle
with the issue of whether to conserve land-
marks within the cityscape which project the
image of a white settler society . Tunbridge
(1984, pp. 174-178) argues that ironically,
the present city government of Harare, the
capital of Zimbabwe, for example, is more
sensitive to heritage conservation in com-
parison to the pro-development white
governments that preceded it, partly because
urban heritage provides a profitable means to
compete for the tourist dollar . In the Third
World in general, Fitch (1982, p . 402) con-
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tends that the balance between conservation
and redevelopment is particularly difficult to
maintain, not only because these countries
face "economic and political problems of
staggering complexity" but also because they
are "prisoners of a cultural ambiguity" .
Singapore exemplifies a city caught be-
tween the countervailing pressures of
modernisation and urban renewal on the one
hand, and the need to reclaim its urban heri-
tage as a means of promoting and cementing
a collective past on the other . The search for
consensus in resolving what has been called
`the conservation dilemma' or `the conser-
vation-redevelopment conflict' is further
complicated by the plurality of cultures
within the city, each with its own claims to a
unique heritage ; the legacy of colonial
British influences on the urban landscape ;
and the uneven impact of state-led conser-
vation programmes on different socio-
economic classes. This paper focuses on one
of the various axes along which the 'conser-
vation dilemma' can be dissected : the
intersection of state policies and popular atti-
tudes towards urban conservation. We will
first review the changing state policies which
shape the urban built environment from slum
clearance to the conservation of the city's
`historic districts' . Three major themes cen-
tral to exploring the degree of convergence
between the views of the state and public
will then be addressed : first, the question of
what constitutes conservation and the pur-
poses it serves ; secondly, the question of
whose heritage to conserve ; and thirdly, the
question of which strategies are appropriate
in carrying out conservation . Finally, we
will examine public evaluation of the state
conservation authority, the Urban Redevel-
opment Authority (URA) .
From Slum Clearance to Urban Conser-
vation: State Policies towards the Urban
Built Environment
In order to appreciate Singapore's 'conser-
vation dilemma', we will trace the state's
urban renewal policy from the immediate
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post-World War II years to the present . In
particular, we will focus on how an early
demolish-and-rebuild emphasis later gave
way to a greater recognition of the import-
ance of conservation, and highlight the
changing responses to the conflict between
redevelopment and conservation over the
years. In drawing attention to recent conser-
vation efforts, we will discuss the main
actors involved and the policies and ap-
proaches adopted, illustrating in the process
the role of the state vis-a-vis the private
sector .
In the years immediately after the war,
little was done by way of urban renewal save
for a few small clearance and construction
projects attempted by the Singapore Im-
provement Trust (HDB Annual Report, 1963,
p. 30). This was because of a lack of public
initiative and the difficulties faced by the
private sector in the form of rigid rent control
and fragmented land ownership (Yeung,
1973, p. 22). It was not until 1964 that an
urban renewal policy was formulated and
1966 that urban renewal was accorded
specific recognition with the establishment of
the Urban Renewal Department of the Hous-
ing and Development Board (HDB Annual
Report, 1967, p. 73) .
In the early years, the aims of urban re-
newal were to provide a "healthier
environment for the population of Singapore
as well as to make better usage of the land
for commercial, industrial, residential and
recreational purposes" (HDB Annual Report,
1963, p. 27) . This involved the clearing of
slums (URA Annual Report, 1983/84, p . 2),
rebuilding of obsolete properties and com-
prehensive planning for traffic and
circulation systems in central areas (HDB
Annual Report, 1967, p . 73) ; the planning
and designing of public housing and other
amenities such as shops, markets, hawker
stalls, offices, car parks, open spaces, sewers,
drains, water mains and so forth (HDB
Annual Report, 1968, p. 71) . Urban con-
servation in those early years was accorded
little if any attention, largely because re-
development took precedence as the means
by which to propel Singapore towards
"growth and progress, providing not only
environmental improvement, but also better
employment and investment opportunities"
(URA Annual Report, 1974/75, p. 7). In other
words, the imperatives of a rapidly develop-
ing economy (to provide housing, serve the
transport and other social service needs of
the population; facilitate employment and
hence further economic development) dic-
tated the planning agenda . Furthermore, the
dominance of redevelopment on the planning
agenda was a reflection of how slums were
thought to be breeding grounds of commu-
nism and hence deserving clearance (HDB,
n.d ., p. 8) .
As efforts at urban renewal gathered
momentum, the URA was constituted in
1974 as a separate statutory board to take
over the functions of renewal and re-
development (URA Annual Report, 1973/74,
p. 101) . In addition to the existing roles
inherited from the HDB's Urban Renewal
Department, URA's early-stated objectives
included two new ones : the construction of
more open space and landscaped pedestrian
malls particularly in the central city area ;
and the preservation of Singapore's historical
and architectural heritage (URA Annual
Report, 1974/75, pp. 2-3) . Clearly then, in
its earliest written aims, the URA was
explicit in expressing the view that urban
renewal did not mean only demolition of
old buildings and creation of new ones .
Indeed, the three indispensable elements
were recognised to be rebuilding, rehabili-
tation and conservation (Choe, 1975, p . 99) .
However, while policy guidelines were clear
and objectives were set, the early years of the
URA were still primarily given over to
demolition of old buildings, clearance of
slums, resettlement of population from the
central city area, and erection of new
buildings, dictated by a concern to maximise
the redevelopmental potential of scarce land .
In other words, the URA's conservation
policies were not in any way translated into
action in those early years, clearly as a
consequence of the triumph of the re-
development agenda over any inclinations
towards conservation . The only exception
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was the establishment of the Preservation of
Monuments Board (PMB) in 1971 with four
objectives : to preserve monuments' of
historic, traditional, archaeological, architec-
tural or artistic interest; to protect and
augment the amenities of those monuments ;
to stimulate public interest and support in
the preservation of those monuments ; and to
take appropriate measures to preserve all
records, documents and data relating to those
monuments (section 5, Preservation of
Monuments Act, 1985). While the PMB
intermittently identified one or a few build-
ings as national monuments, it kept a low
profile and attracted little public attention .
Indeed, its success was limited, endorsed by
the twin facts that few buildings were
gazetted and that redevelopment continued
relentlessly and overwhelmed any possibili-
ties of conservation .
The hint of a major shift in policy oc-
curred in 1976 when the URA initiated
studies involving the conservation and re-
habilitation of whole areas. Chinatown was
the most prominent among the large areas
then under study (URA Annual Report,
1976/77, p . 31 (Figure 1)) . It signified the
first steps towards conceptualising a con-
served area to retain its distinct identity and
character. However, the initial steps re-
mained at the exploratory stage for a long
while and it was not until the Emerald Hill
area was converted into a landscaped pedes-
trian mall and the Peranakan Corner at the
junction of Emerald Hill and Orchard Road
was completed in 1984 that there were any
visible results of URA's conservation of dis-
tinctive areas (URA Annual Report, 1983/84,
pp. 22-23) . Following in the wake of this
project, detailed studies were done for China-
town, Singapore River, Little India and
Kampong Glam in 1985 (URA Annual Re-
port, 1984/85, p . 3). These were pulled
together in the URA's Conservation Master
Plan, made known to the public in December
1986. This included the conservation of the
city's historic districts which are also rich in
culture and architecture (MND Annual Re-
port, 1987, p . 35) . The Plan covers more than
100 hectares of old Singapore, including the
250
Figure 1 . Conservation areas in the Central Area, Singapore .
four areas mentioned, the Civic and Cultural
District as well as the completed project at
Emerald Hill . Plans for the Civic and Cul-
tural District were given further attention in
the form of a Master Plan released to the
public in March 1988, with aims to develop
the area into a major historical, cultural and
retail centre, as well as a venue for national
ceremonies and functions (URA Annual Re-
port, 1987/88, p . 2) .
In the same year that the Master Plan for
the Civic and Cultural District was released,
conservation manuals and guidelines for Chi-
natown, Kampong Glam and Little India
were also published . Each was designed to
enable the public to understand the historical
character and planning of, and architectural
intentions in, each district and to assist them
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in conserving their properties . Ultimate
recognition and acknowledgement were ac-
corded to all these efforts in 1989 when the
Planning Act was substantially amended and
the URA was made the national conservation
and central planning authority . The amended
Act spelt out in specific terms the URA's
main tasks with regard to conservation-in
effect, what the URA had already been doing
for the last three to four years . These
included identifying buildings and areas of
historical interest for conservation ; preparing
a conservation master plan ; and guiding
the implementation of conservation by the
public and private sectors (Sections 10(6)(c),
13, 14 and 15, Planning Act, 1990). With
this national authority also came official
designation of 10 areas as conservation
areas 2 , and in September 1991 a further 10
were added .'
The shift from an early preoccupation with
redevelopment to a growing emphasis on
rehabilitation and conservation reflects a
recognition of the value of Singapore's archi-
tectural and historical heritage (URA Annual
Report, 1986/87, p . 11 ; Conserving Our Re-
markable Past, n.d., n .p .) . This heritage is
seen as an anchor for Singapore's `Asian
identity' which unfortunately had been sys-
tematically eroded with the large-scale
demolition of parts of the city . To restore and
conserve buildings and areas was thus a way
of ensuring that the city "reflect[ed] our
Asian identity" (URA Annual Report, 1988/
89, p. 21) . At the same time, this turnabout
was also precipitated by changes in the
tourist industry . A sharp fall in the rate of
tourist arrivals in the early 1980s led to the
formation of a Tourism Task Force which
was to identify the main problems and sug-
gest solutions. One of their conclusions was
that Singapore had "removed aspects of [its]
Oriental mystique and charm . . . best sym-
bolised in old buildings, traditional activities
and bustling roadside activities" in its effort
to construct a "modern metropolis" (Wong et
al ., 1984, p . 6) and that to woo tourists back
to Singapore, Chinatown and other historical
sites would have to be conserved . As a result
of these factors, conservation has been ac-
corded greater attention and its meaning has
also expanded beyond that adopted by the
PMB: it now includes the conservation of
areas (as opposed to buildings alone) as well
as activities. Specifically, conservation is
defined in section 3 of the Planning Act
(1990) as "the preservation, enhancement, or
restoration of (a) the character or appearance
of a conservation area ; or (b) the trades,
crafts, customs and other traditional activities
carried on in a conservation area" .
With the various plans for conservation in
place, the URA continues to play a big role
in Singapore's conservation efforts, from the
selection of sites and units of shophouses for
conservation, to the specific guidelines on
how to conserve . Essentially, the URA has
adopted a two-prong approach . The first is
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where it undertakes to restore shophouses,
such as in the case of the pilot projects in
Kreta Ayer and Tanjong Pagar . The second
is where the URA works closely with the
private sector, either by encouraging owners
to restore their own buildings or by tendering
them out. As part of both these approaches,
rent control' has been phased out since it is
the chief reason for the lack of maintenance
of many buildings (Khublall and Yuen, 1991,
p. 134). At the same time, owners are en-
couraged to restore their buildings through
incentives such as waiving of the develop-
ment charge and parking requirements .
Assistance is also rendered to owners who
have to relocate single elderly tenants
(Khublall and Yuen, 1991 p . 135). Aside
from encouraging and facilitating private-
sector involvement, the URA also sets strict
guidelines regarding, inter alia, building ma-
terial, design characteristics, acceptable
trades and services, and the time limit for the
completion of any project (see for example A
Manual for Chinatown Conservation Area,
1988) . While the views of the public and
professional organisations are sought for the
purpose of refining some of these guidelines
(Khublall and Yuen, 1991, p . 138), the URA
eventually sets the rules . Indeed, as we will
discuss in a later section, there is substantial
agreement that there has been insufficient
public input in any decision-making process .
Lest the reader should think that the re-
development-conservation conflict has been
resolved in Singapore, redevelopment is in
effect still accorded high priority . Instances
when buildings of historical and/or architec-
tural significance have been demolished to
make way for more `pragmatic' use of the
land attest to the fact that conflict has all but
disappeared . For example, Eu Court, a
curved corner building with `landmark quali-
ties' located in the Civic and Cultural
District, was torn down in early 1993 to
make way for the widening of Hill Street
(Roots, May 1993, p. 3). This conflict reflects
a more subtle turn from earlier, more
straightforward tensions over whether urban
renewal should entail redevelopment or con-
servation. That the latter is important is no
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longer in question ; instead, it is now a matter
of which area/building deserves to be con-
served, who makes the decision, on what
basis and in consultation with whom . These
tensions will be further examined in sub-
sequent sections .
Study Areas
Given this context, it is clear that Singapore
lies at the crossroads between many devel-
oped countries where urban conservation is
an established fact of urban living and many
Third World countries where other priorities
such as slum clearance and the provision of
public housing squeeze conservation off the
planning agenda . In our empirical study, we
sought to understand public responses to
some of the issues confronted because of
Singapore's transitional phase . Data were
collected through a questionnaire survey con-
ducted in three conservation areas in October
1991 . These are Chinatown, Kampong Glam
and Little India (Figure 1), the first three
areas for which plans and guidelines in the
form of conservation manuals were pub-
lished and released to the public .' These
three areas had been allocated by Sir Stam-
ford Raffles, the founder of modem
Singapore, for the different ethnic groups in
his 1822/23 Town Plan of Singapore (pub-
lished in Crawfurd, 1828, facing p. 529) . The
Chinatown Historic District lies south of the
Singapore River and housed the main con-
centration of Chinese in Singapore's early
days. Kampong Glam is the old Malay sector
of the city in Raffles' Town Plan and has
retained its Malay residential and trading
character through the years. Little India, as
the name suggests, is the hub of Indian com-
munity life in Singapore (A Manual for Little
India Conservation Area, 1988, p . 28) .
For all three areas, concept plans were
drawn up with the following objectives : to
retain and enhance the existing activities
which are a part of the historical and cultural
heritage ; to restore buildings of historical and
architectural significance ; to improve the
general physical environment ; to retain tra-
ditional trades while consolidating the area
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with new, compatible ones ; to introduce ap-
propriate new features to enhance further the
identity of the place; and to involve both
public and private sectors in carrying out the
conservation projects (A Manual for Kam-
pong Glam Conservation Area, 1988, p . 26 ;
A Manual for Chinatown Conservation Area,
1988, p . 46 ; A Manual for Little India Con-
servation Area, 1988, p . 27) . Currently, each
of these areas has reached a different stage in
its conservation activities, Chinatown having
come the furthest .
The Purposes of Conservation
`Conservation' as a term has been used both
in academic and popular circles with con-
siderable elasticity, often interchangeably
with other terms such as `preservation' and
`restoration'. Fowler (1987, p. 181) con-
ceives of `conservation' as a "wide-ranging",
"positive" and "dynamic" concept which
transcends the older, narrower meaning of
`preservation' : while `preservation' connotes
preventing further deterioration from taking
place, `conservation' "demands rather than
allows change . . . but primarily in the inter-
ests of that which is being conserved" .
Lowenthal (1985, pp. 275-287) puts this idea
in unequivocal terms : conservation is "part
of the process of change" and the very act of
conserving goes beyond material preser-
vation but inevitably involves reshaping,
improving, modernising and even fabricating
the past according to present-day expecta-
tions .
From the state's perspective, conservation
in Singapore does not entail simply the re-
tainment of entire old districts with their "riot
of history, architectural style and character"
(Conserving Our Remarkable Past, n.d .,
n .p .) . It also includes a strong element of
change towards what is perceived to be an
improved environment. Indeed, in the URA's
plans for the conservation of each historic
district, the aims include "improv[ing] the
physical environment by providing pedes-
trian walkways, plazas, landscaping, control
of signage, etc ." and "enhanc[ing] the special
character of each area through the introduc-
tion of new activities" (URA Annual Report,
1986/87, p. 11). In all these instances, the
state remains the final arbiter of whether
changes are considered desirable or deplor-
able. In the opinion of Liu Thai Ker,
formerly chief executive officer and chief
planner of the URA, the "power to shape the
city" should be vested in the hands of the
government; only when "standards" have
been set do the people-"shopowners, resi-
dents, the ebb and flow of human
traffic"-play a major role in determining the
success of conservation efforts (The Business
Times, 29/30 August 1992) .
That conservation entails changes in the
urban environment for the better appears to
be the common understanding among the
Singaporean public . Specifically, 38 .9 per
cent of the respondents view urban conser-
vation to mean restoring buildings such as
touching up facades, repainting and refitting
windows, as well as improving the built en-
vironment through pedestrianising and
landscaping ; as against 16 .6 per cent who
feel that conservation means preventing the
demolition of existing buildings and areas
and allowing continuity without intervention .
For the remaining 43 .4 per cent, both mea-
sures qualify equally as different modes of
conservation . Almost half of the respondents
(49 .1 per cent) agreed that the state should be
pre-eminent in deciding what to conserve
and how conservation should be carried out ;
as against 25.2 per cent who opted to give
the largest say to the general public ; 8 .0 per
cent who favoured the voice of property
owners and residents of affected buildings ;
8 .0 per cent who felt that interest groups such
as the Singapore Heritage Society should
exert the greatest influence ; and 4.0 per cent
who believed that these decisions are best
entrusted to professional bodies such as the
Singapore Institute of Architects . Even in the
case of privately-owned buildings, 59 .5 per
cent of the respondents were in favour of the
government setting guidelines to which prop-
erty owners must conform, as opposed to
38.3 per cent who argued for allowing own-
ers a free hand in deciding how conservation
should be carried out . It would appear that
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the majority of Singaporeans hold the view
that conservation as a means of improving
the environment should be strongly guided, if
not led, by the state . This may stem from the
view that heritage is a communal resource to
be conserved, even though the land on which
it sits may be in private or corporate pos-
session, and as such, would be best managed
by an enlightened and impartial government
who would be best placed to steer a course
through conflicting interests .
The overwhelming majority (87 .4 per
cent) of respondents were unequivocal that
urban conservation was important in the lo-
cal context ; only 12 .3 per cent felt that it was
of no importance . Not only is this clear
endorsement of the state's initiatives in pro-
moting conservation, there was also
substantive agreement between government
aims and public opinion as to the purposes of
conservation and its benefits to the city . Our
survey indicates that in accordance with
government aims, the overwhelming ma-
jority of the public are of the view that urban
conservation plays a significant role in pre-
serving the legacy of the past for future
generations (89 .3 per cent) and in maintain-
ing the city's cultural wealth and diversity
(85 .3 per cent). The "historical sense", which
in the words of T . S . Eliot involves "a per-
ception, not only of the pastness of the past,
but of its presence", appears to be a con-
sciousness that both the government and the
people would like to see incorporated into
the urban fabric of modern Singapore (The
Straits Times, 18 January 1992) .
Beyond affirming the collective moral re-
sponsibility of preserving the past as a legacy
to pass on to future generations, those in
authority are also clearly aware that heritage
serves many social, economic and political
uses. The past is first of all "pedagogic"
(Lowenthal, 1985, p . 371) : it provides insight
into today's affairs by comparison with yes-
terday's. In the words of Liu Thai Ker
(quoted in Lee, 1991, p . 1), "We learn from
the past, and architecture supplements his-
tory books and museums as another form of
evidence of the past" . By far the majority of
respondents (84 .7 per cent) were of the view
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that learning from the past-such as gaining
greater knowledge about former architectural
styles and traditional lifestyles-is a valuable
aim of urban conservation . A smaller ma-
jority (76 .7 per cent) felt that conservation
not only helps the public know about the past
but also allows them to experience the past in
some tangible measure, whether through par-
ticipating or simply observing re-enactments
of scenes and activities of yesteryears . Con-
servation sites are hence not only perceived
as sources of values and knowledge about the
past but also creative ways of allowing peo-
ple to revisit the past and to enjoy nostalgic
excursions into bygone days .
The presence of the past is also vital in
giving the modern city its own distinct
character and identity. In speaking of the
conservation of Singapore's historic districts,
the URA chairman Khoo Cheng Lim argued
that with their unique blend of vernacular
architecture which combined Malaccan, Eu-
ropean, Chinese and Indian styles, these
districts "provide[d] contrasting form and a
sense of time and place in [the] city" (The
Straits Times, 7 December 1988) . Blending
new developments with the selective preser-
vation of the city's older fabric would ensure
the "unique character" of the city as a
"distinctly Asian city of the 21st century"
(URA Annual Reports, 1984/85, pp. 3, 9, 11) .
A distinctive place identity is particularly
valuable as it is inextricably linked to the
nation's quest for an identity of its own : "[i]f
a city has its own identity and uniqueness,
the people living in it will gain a vicarious
identity from it" (Liu Thai Ker, quoted in
Lee, 1991, p . 1) .
In a similar vein, a government study com-
mittee on heritage warned of the loss of
"Singaporean identity among the young in an
increasingly Westernised society" and advo-
cated, inter alia, the conservation and
marking out of historical sites and locations
as the best forms of `psychological defence'
which serve to bind the Singaporean to "his
[sic] mental picture of his country" (The
Straits Times, 16 December 1988) . That cul-
tivating the personality and spirit of place
contributes to the development of a people's
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identity is also perceived by the majority of
respondents (82.2 per cent) as an important
reason for the priority given to urban conser-
vation on the national agenda. More
controversial was the question of whether
conserving historic places in Singapore pro-
vides a new `glue' which could bind a
multi-ethnic, multi-cultural society together
or whether conservation along ethnic lines
inevitably sharpens cleavages (Tay, 1991,
p. 41) . Is the conservation of specific `ethnic'
landscapes such as Chinatown and Little In-
dia compatible with recovering a collective
past? A smaller majority (63 .2 per cent) of
respondents were confident that conservation
provides a means of appropriating a common
heritage which would bind a diverse society
together ; 19.0 per cent were ambivalent on
this point, while 16 .3 per cent felt that it was
not important that conservation served such a
purpose. This is consistent with the view
expressed by 70.6 per cent of the respon-
dents, who felt that the URA's plans to
conserve ethnic areas in Singapore were in
no way divisive, even if they highlighted
differences between ethnic groups . Various
reasons were cited for their view . For exam-
ple, some argued that it was in fact
educational for Singaporeans to recognise
differences between the ethnic groups . The
idea was to exhibit each group's heritage ; to
complement, not to compete . At the same
time, many used the oft-cited slogan "Unity
in diversity" to suggest that it was possible to
remain distinctive ethnically and yet feel a
sense of unity to a larger whole . Many also
saw such conservation as reflective of the
country's historical legacy, given that these
were the original ethnic areas marked out by
Raffles in his Town Plan .
While the authorities assert that their main
aim in conservation is "to retain the character
and ambience" of designated areas, this is
seen to be not only consistent with, but to
also require "some form of improvement and
upgrading [of] the general physical environ-
ment" (The Straits Times, 24 April 1992) .
The `old-world charms' of shophouses in
various ethnic districts, for example, should
not only be maintained but enhanced by var-
ious cultural embellishments ranging from
"dome-shaped lampshades to bring out the
Islamic flavour of the area and the planting
of palm trees to evoke a Middle Eastern
ambience" in the Kampong Glam Conser-
vation Area around the Sultan Mosque, to
re-created "touches of neo-classical Indian
decoration" for the Little India Conservation
Area around Buffalo Road and Kerbau Road
(The Straits Times, 18 April 1992 ; The Sun-
day Times, 2 August 1992) . While specific
individuals have expressed the view that the
URA's beautification efforts were unneces-
sary and even destructive to the natural
charm and rhythm of traditional places (The
Straits Times, 18 April 1992), the majority of
respondents (79.8 per cent) felt that an im-
portant reason for conservation was the
sprucing up and ornamentation of the
cityscape .
It is also evident that the conservation,
management and exploitation of visible heri-
tage in the landscape is now a flourishing
`growth industry' in many countries (see for
example, Hardy, 1988, p . 333 ; Fowler, 1987,
pp. 187-190) . In Singapore, while the URA
claims that conservation is primarily for Sin-
gaporeans and that tourism is secondary
(Lee, 1991, p . 1), targeting the tourist dollar
is an unwritten yet crucial goal of conser-
vation plans. Conservation projects such as
those in Tanjong Pagar and Kreta Ayer
specifically aim to provide "a host of spe-
cialised shops, open air cafes and eating
places" to create "the right ambience for
tourists and locals alike looking for some-
thing different" (URA Annual Report,
1984/85, p. 11) . Conservation areas are
viewed as "attractions . . . with high tourism
appeal" and plans for their development in-
clude strategically located hotels-both of
the `boutique' and `business' variety-"to
capitalise on [the] resurgence of old Singa-
pore" (URA Press Release, 16 August 1990) .
Again, in accordance with government aims,
most respondents (81 .9 per cent) identified
the attraction of tourists to Singapore as a
prime motivation for urban conservation .
The view that urban conservation is worth-
while for its usufructory value is again
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evident when respondents were asked to re-
act to the statement that conservation was a
moral responsibility as "we have no right to
interfere with a past which is not ours" .' In
contrast to the large majorities who affirmed
state-proclaimed reasons for advocating con-
servation so as to benefit present-day and
future society, only one-third (32.8 per cent)
saw non-interference as an important reason
for conservation, another third (31 .0 per
cent) considered this unimportant while the
last third (33.7 per cent) took a neutral stand
on this point. For the majority of Singapore-
ans, then, the past can and should be
appropriated, whether as a legacy for the
future, as a learning tool or a form of experi-
ence, as a sense of belonging together, as
aesthetic embellishment or as a saleable
commodity . It is the present and the future of
the past which matters most in urban conser-
vation, not the past in itself.
As for the small minority (12.3 per cent)
of respondents who felt that urban conser-
vation was unimportant in the Singapore
context, the most commonly held views were
that conserved environments quickly lose
their authenticity (78.3 per cent of those in
this category) and that conservation benefits
tourists rather than Singaporeans (78.3 per
cent). This indicates that respondents who
accord conservation little importance see lit-
tle to relate to in the state's conservation
programmes because conservation is per-
ceived to manufacture environments which
are either too artificial or tourist-oriented .
Other commonly cited reasons for failing to
see the significance of conservation include
the views that it is unrealistic to expect tra-
ditional lifestyles to continue in modern
Singapore (76 .1 per cent), and that modernis-
ation and urban and economic development
should take precedence over a `luxury' like
conservation (60.9 per cent) . There is hence
also a degree of caution expressed here that
if conservation should take priority on the
state's agenda, it would hinder socio-econ-
omic progress and detract attention away
from more crucial `bread-and-butter' issues .
Paradoxically, about half of those who felt
that conservation was unimportant (52.5 per
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cent) were also concerned with the converse :
that the conservation process might destroy
rather than preserve traditional lifestyles . An-
other view expressed by 43 .5 per cent of the
respondents was that contrary to the claims
of the state, there is nothing worth conserv-
ing in Singapore. It is possible that these
respondents share Liu Thai Ker's view that
Singapore is still a long way from having
the character of cities in, say, Europe and
Japan which offer the beauty of centuries-
old architecture, the delight of modern
sculptures and other urban decorations, the
harmonious blend of old and new, the
weighty and the whimsical (The Business
Times, 29/30 August 1992) .
However, while the former chief planner of
the URA is optimistic that in time, this
"young city" will mature and develop its own
form of "urban decoration", the respondents
put a limit on urban conservation as a conse-
quence of their current criticism of the city's
lack of history.
For a minority, then, there is substantial
disagreement between state aims in imple-
menting conservation programmes and the
respondents' perceptions of the roles and
impacts of conservation on the city although
there is no unified voice on these matters .
A Question of Whose Heritage
It has been argued that the conservation of
the built environment in Singapore will al-
ways remain a contentious issue given that
"each generation essentially rediscovers its
own past" and places a value on heritage
which may be different from past generations
(Lee, 1991, p . 4). The matter is made more
complex by the fact that what constitutes
heritage is differently interpreted by sectoral
and communal interests with a stake in the
built environment. Hardy (1988, p. 333) re-
minds us that the term `heritage' does not
simply describe an assemblage of cultural
traditions and artefacts belonging to a partic-
ular community but is a value-laden concept
"embracing (and often obscuring) differences
of interpretation that are dependent on . . .
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class, gender and locality ; and with the con-
cept itself locked into wider frameworks of
dominant and subversive ideologies" .
The question of what constitutes heritage
worth conserving is thus highly problematic
as it depends on what is thought to be histori-
cally significant. For the sake of polarising
the issue, Hardy (1988, p . 333) draws a dis-
tinction between "heritage used in a
conservative sense" and "heritage as a rad-
ical concept" . In the former sense, the
definition of heritage is strictly circumscribed
to include ideas and artefacts of "high culture
meaning" and by this measure, elements of
the urban landscape which qualify as heri-
tage include the majestic and monumental,
such as palaces, stately homes, national sym-
bols and civic buildings . More recently, the
perspective on heritage has been widened by
those who advocate "more cogent, credible,
realist alternative views [of the past], centred
on the lived experiences of a wider spectrum
of the populace" (Butlin, 1987, p . 37) . Such a
`radical' concept of heritage focuses, inter
alia, on reclaiming the lived landscapes of
common people such as the homes of the
labouring classes, neighbourhood streets and
alleys, factories and workplaces, and com-
munity structures . According to Lowenthal
(1985, p . 388), in the West, conservation ef-
forts formerly reserved for "features of
renown and widely venerated monuments"
are now more generally extended to the
"everyday neighbourhoods of purely local
import". More specifically, Tunbridge (1989,
p. 316) argues that, in Canada, the awareness
of "vernacular heritage, that of the common
people" was already firmly established by the
1970s .
In post-colonial societies, the question of
whose heritage warrants conservation is not
only polarised along the elite/vernacular div-
ide but is further complicated by questions as
to how far the colonial impress on the land-
scape should be retained vis-a-vis indigenous
structures . Societies emerging from colonial-
ism have to decide how far to divest the
landscape of colonial associations by remov-
ing its stock of colonial structures and to
what extent to accept the colonial legacy as
part and parcel of the socio-cultural baggage
of the newly-independent state. Western
(1985, p. 344), however, notes that in prac-
tice, post-colonial societies often "do not
have the capability to rewrite forthwith a new
image in their cities" as "other priorities
clamor" and colonial structures are often ap-
propriated for new purposes and re-invested
with new meanings .
In Singapore, while conservation efforts
have primarily targeted historic places and
districts associated with particular ethnic
groups such as Peranakan Place, Chinatown,
Kampong Glam and Little India so as to
preserve the multi-cultural heritage of indige-
nous and immigrant groups, the city's
colonial heritage has also not been neglected .
The URA plans to revitalise what used to be
the `colonial hub' of Singapore, the Civic
and Cultural District which "boasts a collec-
tion of European neo-classical landmarks"
dating from the colonial era such as City
Hall, Supreme Court, the Istana, Raffles Ho-
tel, Victoria Theatre and Memorial Hall, the
National Museum and well-known churches
and schools established by Western mission-
aries (URA Annual Report, 1988/89, p . 17) .
The underlying concept of the plan is "to
identify key buildings available for cultural
reuse" such as converting the former grounds
and buildings of St Joseph's Institution, a
premier Catholic boys' school, and the Con-
vent of the Holy Infant Jesus, a religious and
educational institution, into a fine-arts mu-
seum and a commercial and cultural centre
respectively (Conserving Our Remarkable
Past, n.d ., n .p .) . From the state's perspective,
not only does the Civic District provide "an
architectural vista of the colonial past" (Lee,
1991, p . 2), it furnishes a suitably impressive
setting for staging national celebrations and
ceremonies, particularly when plans to mark
out "celebration routes" and "historic trails"
and to accentuate buildings with special
lighting have been completed (URA Annual
Report, 1988/89, p . 17 ; The Straits Times,
20 February 1992; 21 February 1992) .
Hence, for the state, political legitimation
does not require wholesale removal of the
colonial impress on the landscape ; instead,
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the built environment inherited from the col-
onial era can be divested of associations with
imperial glory and re-invested with new
significance-those of national and civic
pride .
Public response to the preservation of
elite, colonial structures appears to be
equally if not more enthusiastic than the
attitude towards conserving vernacular build-
ings. Of the respondents in the survey, 96 .0
per cent were of the opinion that the Su-
preme Court building, a prime example of
colonial architecture,' should be conserved ;
as opposed to 88.7 per cent who felt that a
row of shophouses in the vernacular style
merit conservation. When asked to choose
between giving priority to conserving the
Supreme Court building or the row of shop-
houses, two-thirds (62.0 per cent) of the
respondents opted for the court building as
opposed to one-third (35 .6 per cent) who
preferred conserving the shophouses. Those
who chose the court building above the shop-
houses cited reasons such as the greater
historical significance of the former, its more
primary importance as a political monument,
its distinctive architectural style and higher
aesthetic value, and its uniqueness as a land-
mark within the urban fabric . For the
minority (albeit a substantial one) who gave
priority to conserving the row of shophouses
over and above the court building, the main
reasons given focused on the view that the
shophouses represented vernacular culture
and the lived experiences of ordinary people .
For this group of respondents, the shop-
houses are described as "more significant to
locals", "closer to the people's heart", "part
of our own and not something imported", "a
reflection of everyday life" and, in one way
or another, "uniquely Singaporean" . In
contrast, it is felt that the monumental
Supreme Court building is "too reminiscent
of British rule", relevant only to "a small
segment of life", replicated in other former
British colonies and hence imposed from
without rather than of local origin . Respon-
dents in this category thus favour the local
and the vernacular and appear more con-
scious of the need, if not to sever links with
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a colonial past completely, at least to give
priority on the conservation agenda to every-
day, homegrown structures .
There is in general no marked disagree-
ment between state conservation policies and
popular attitudes towards what constitutes
heritage worth conserving . Both the govern-
ment and the people appear to be of the view
that conservation should encompass both eth-
nic landscapes which reflect the lifestyles of
ordinary inhabitants as well as the more
ostentatious, monumental testimonies of col-
onial presence . Both are acceptable forms of
heritage which could be reworked to suit the
present context . The state, in particular, is
eager to translate former colonial structures,
with their stately grandeur, into a suitable
backcloth for cultivating a sense of national
pride and identity . For a substantial minority,
however, there is evidence of a certain wari-
ness towards too intimate an identification
with colonialism in the nation's conservation
efforts .
Strategies of Conservation
While there appears to be some agreement
between the state and the public as to the
purposes and meaning of conservation and
the question of whose heritage to conserve,
there are both convergences and divergences
as to the way in which conservation should
be carried out . Various issues can be ad-
dressed in this respect : the conservation of
individual buildings, as against the conser-
vation of areas ; the acceptability of
re-created and reconstructed settings as
`authentic' conserved landscapes; and the
restoration of buildings vis-a-vis changing
lifestyles .
Building Preservation or Area Conser-
vation ?
In many countries, conservation began as a
concern with buildings as individual entities,
with little attention paid to the relationship
between buildings . In Britain, for example,
there was for a long time little interest in
street spaces and plot patterns, with emphasis
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on detailed architectural control of outstand-
ing historic buildings . This focus evolved
slowly in the last two decades towards the
appreciation of townscapes as whole ensem-
bles, with increasing interest in considera-
tions like the grouping of buildings along
street frontages and street furniture (Slater,
1984, p. 332) . This evolution of thought is
reflected in the fact that while a building
conservation policy had existed since the mid
19th century, a specific area policy was only
developed in 1967 (Wilde, 1981, p . 16) . A
similar development is apparent in Canada
where pioneer schemes in area conservation
date only from the early 1970s, as opposed to
a much earlier consciousness of the import-
ance of building conservation . Encouraged
by the independent heritage body, Heritage
Canada, there is now a movement which
increasingly favours the retention of
"integrated environments" (Tunbridge, 1981,
p. 118) .
In Singapore, a similar pattern can be ob-
served. As indicated earlier, the Preservation
of Monuments Board was established in
1971 to preserve 'monuments'-individual
buildings-while the first concrete initiative
to conserve areas only came later with the
attention paid to Emerald Hill in 1984, and
Kampong Glam, Chinatown and Little India
in 1988. In fact, the terms used to describe
each of these initiatives reflect the differ-
ences in orientation. As Burke (1976, p . 117)
pointed out, the distinction between concern
for individual buildings and areas as holistic
entities has sometimes been labelled a differ-
ence between preservation and conservation
(Burke, 1976, p . 117). The movement from
preservation to conservation is indicative of
the URA's widening concerns, which con-
verges with respondents' views of what is
desirable . While 65 .6 per cent of the respon-
dents indicated that they felt areas ought to
be conserved as wholes, only 10.4 per cent
wanted individual buildings alone to be pre-
served. There were also those who wanted
both whole areas and individual buildings to
be conserved, depending on the specific con-
text (23.0 per cent). Clearly, there is
significant agreement on the need to maintain
Table 1 . Reasons for positive evaluation of re-created Malay village
the "whole social spectrum in the built en-
vironment" (Tunbridge, 1981, pp . 115-116),
and to pay attention to community conser-
vation, as opposed to concentration on
individual elements . The URA's efforts to
conserve the ethnic areas as well as the Civic
and Cultural District are therefore well-
placed and provide the setting for a
convergence of state policies and public atti-
tudes.
Authenticity and Historical Veracity in Re-
creating the Past
A second strategy in conservation that has
been used in Singapore is that of re-creation .
With the clearance of many Malay villages,
this distinctive feature of Singapore's land-
scape faced the danger of total eradication . In
1984, a Malay village was re-created in Gey-
lang Serai to capture the spirit and character
of kampungs and to be a showcase of Malay
culture and heritage . Regardless of the atten-
tion paid to details in its construction to
ensure authenticity (The Straits Times, 22
November 1989), respondents were divided
on the question of whether such re-creations
are a good way of conservation . A total of
58.5 per cent indicated their approval of such
a method of conservation, while 41 .5 per
cent disagreed .
Respondents provided a variety of reasons
for their respective evaluations . As Table 1
illustrates, many of those who felt it was a
good method recognised its importance as a
purveyor of history and culture . On the other
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hand, the majority of respondents who
thought the re-creation was not a good way
of conserving Malay village settings and life
cited its artificiality as their main objection
(Table 2). This chief dissatisfaction opens up
a round of discussions about the possibility
and desirability of attempts at authenticity
and veracity. A variety of views has been put
forward. One is that it is impossible ever to
achieve absolute historical veracity because
as Lowenthal (1985, pp. 214-215) argued,
. . . no historical account can recover the
totality of any past events, because their
content is virtually infinite . The most de-
tailed historical narrative incorporates only
a minute fraction of even the relevant past ;
the sheer pastness of the past precludes its
total reconstruction .
Similarly, Sande (quoted in Craig, 1989,
p. 112) pointed out that even if the physical
reconstruction was accurate, there was little
guarantee that the "true feeling of an earlier
time" could be re-created . In his view,
"[s]omething more is needed to breathe vi-
tality into these settings ; yet, I am unable to
say what that something is, or whether it can
ever be found" .
Conversely, others have argued that it is
neither important nor necessary to try to
capture this intangible `something' because
. . . relatively few of the visiting public will
be well acquainted with the facts of the
historic episode being presented, and, with
children in tow and a tour schedule to
keep, their resources of patience available
Reason Number of respondents Percentage of respondents
Makes past heritage known 69 31 .5
Captures essence of Malay culture 29 13.3
Historically accurate 21 9 .6
Aesthetically pleasing 20 9 .1
Best option available 19 8 .7
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Table 2. Reasons for negative evaluation of re-created Malay village
for expenditure upon pedantry . . . are in-
deed limited (Newcomb, 1979, pp . 34-35) .
Clearly, this is neither the view of the author-
ities involved in the re-creation of the
Geylang Serai Malay Cultural Village (the
Housing and Development Board) nor of our
respondents . The point of contention for
them is not whether there is a need for
veracity and authenticity-there appears to
be significant agreement on that. Instead,
what is being questioned is the level of au-
thenticity achieved in the final product .
While the Housing and Development Board
has put in significant effort to approximate an
authentic kampung, respondents did not al-
ways feel it was sufficient . Unlike Lowenthal
(1985, p . 215), respondents did not consider
the view that the "sheer pastness of the past"
made it impossible to replicate .
The Material and the Intangible : Buildings
and Lifestyles
A place comprises both the material built
environment as well as the activities and
lifestyles of inhabitants . Often, conservation
is recommended on the grounds of the for-
mer, such as the architectural merit, aesthetic
value or historical significance of the built
environment . This raises questions about the
continuance of people's activities and
lifestyles . In some places, conservation com-
pletely displaces residents and `alien
community interests' take over . These alien
community interests may take the form of
economic enterprises, as they often do in a
market economy, and this, as Tunbridge
(1981, p. 121) has pointed out, almost in-
evitably involves some trade-off between the
"physical and community fabric". Indeed,
such community displacement has become
the "prime bone of contention" in Canadian
conservation (Tunbridge, 1981, p . 123) .
In Singapore, the conservation of areas
such as Tanjong Pagar has entailed various
changes. Restoration work has been done on
the physical fabric and attention has been
paid to various elements such as street furni-
ture, signage on buildings and so forth . It is
also the state's intention that traditional
trades and activities be retained as part of the
historical and cultural heritage of the area,
although new compatible trades may also be
introduced (A Manual for Chinatown Con-
servation Area, 1988, p . 46) . In many already
conserved parts of Chinatown, however, it
would appear as if new trades and other
economic enterprises have taken over exist-
ing activities . Alternative uses have been
introduced-for example, pubs and restau-
rants in rehabilitated and restored Tanjong
Pagar shophouses .
Reactions to the question of whether
lifestyles and activities can change with con-
servation reflect strongly a society which
places high premiums on modernisation and
change. A significant 59 .0 per cent of respon-
dents felt that the physical fabric may be
conserved, but lifestyles and activities should
have the flexibility of changing . Primarily,
this was because they felt that there was a
need to progress with the times and that
outmoded lifestyles could not be enforced on
people, a view expressed by 56.4 per cent of
those who argued for changes in lifestyles
and activities . Another 7 .8 per cent felt that it
was perfectly acceptable to have new uses
Reason Number of respondents Percentage of respondents
Artificial 87 56.5
Too commercialised 16 10.4
Economic failure 24 15 .6
Others 27 17.5
Total 154 100.0
for, and modern lifestyles in, old buildings .
For 4.8 per cent of the respondents, practical-
ities were overriding concerns, in that
keeping to old lifestyles and activities would
provide little economic support for the peo-
ple . The high rents in these conserved shops
would mean that old trades were simply eco-
nomically unfeasible . Yet others (3 .2 per
cent) argued that keeping these traditional
activities would only perpetuate an inauthen-
ticity, given that old lifestyles had no place in
a modem society .
On the other hand, 33 .7 per cent of respon-
dents argued that lifestyles and activities
should remain. For a large proportion of
them (28 .8 per cent), it was because they felt
the traditional way of life, the culture and the
heritage of the place had to be preserved for
future generations . Many (26.1 per cent) also
felt that the meaning of the place was inti-
mately tied up with lifestyles and activities
and that if the people and customs disap-
peared, there was no point in conservation at
all. As one respondent put it, "there is no
point preserving physical buildings when
lifestyles and activities and their associated
meanings and identities are destroyed".
Other similar reasons cited include the argu-
ment that preserving buildings alone would
be "incomplete" (20 .7 per cent) and that it is
lifestyles and activities which contribute to
the liveliness, atmosphere and flavour of the
place (9 .0 per cent) .
Given all the views expressed by respon-
dents, the URA's stated intention to retain
traditional trades and activities while intro-
ducing new ones appears to cater to both sets
of expectations. However, by the same token,
these same intentions and actions fail to
satisfy any one group . A situation emerges
where there is no one voice in public opinion
and state policy will always meet with oppo-
sition and dissatisfaction from some quarters .
Singapore's Urban Redevelopment
Authority : Evaluating a National
Conservation Authority
Given the various convergences and diver-
gences between state and public opinion,
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how then does the public evaluate the efforts
of the URA? Respondents in our survey were
presented with statements about various as-
pects of URA's conservation efforts and their
reactions were sought . Four issues were ad-
dressed . In the first instance, the timing of
URA's conservation efforts were placed un-
der scrutiny, and respondents were fairly
divided in their opinions . While 40 .8 per cent
felt that the URA's conservation efforts had
come too late, 48 .2 per cent disagreed with
that. The rest of the sample (11 .0 per cent)
had no opinion . The main reason cited by
those who felt that the URA's efforts were
too late was consistently repeated by practi-
cally every respondent. They pointed to the
many buildings and areas that had already
been demolished and which could never be
replaced . On the other hand, the reasons put
forward to defend URA's timing were more
varied. Some argued that there were still
many buildings and places deserving conser-
vation . Others suggested that many buildings
and places deserving conservation had been
given due attention. Yet others took the view
that in the early years of Singapore's inde-
pendence, economic development and the
concomitant urban redevelopment had to
take precedence . Only in recent years, since
the flourishing of Singapore's economy,
could attention be paid to the luxuries of
conservation .
On the issue of commercialisation, an
overwhelming 84.0 per cent felt that conser-
vation had become too commercialised . To
bolster their claim, respondents pointed to
the fact that all the new activities introduced
in conservation areas were overwhelmingly
oriented towards profit-making. They also
pointed to the disappearance of traditional
trades which would be non-profitable in the
current context-clog-makers, cobblers,
charcoal-stove makers and so forth . Many
also felt that the extent of commercialisation
had caused distinctive atmospheres to be
lost-there were no longer the "sights and
sounds"; the "cultural essence" had been
lost; the "spiritual, aesthetic aspects" were
gone forever. This commercialisation had
come about largely because the entire con-
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servation ethos was, in the eyes of many
respondents, built on economic bases-the
desire to make money, particularly through
attracting tourist trade . As a national conser-
vation authority, the URA had directed its
efforts too much at tourists, in the view of a
significant 68.7 per cent of respondents .
The question of public participation has
always aroused debate as to what is a necess-
ary and healthy level of public input to
decision-making . In the context of urban
conservation in Singapore, 73 .0 per cent of
respondents felt that the public had not been
sufficiently consulted. Many argued that
there were no effective channels for public
views to be voiced; and when there was
feedback, the state paid no heed . They
pointed to particular cases, such as Eu Court
and the Convent of the Holy Infant Jesus
where, despite the expression of public
views, the state still went ahead and pro-
ceeded with its independent decisions . Of the
few channels for public feedback, the press,
and in particular the "Forum Page" in The
Straits Times, is one which members of the
public had resorted to in recent years to air
their views regarding conservation . Letters to
the press had urged that more historic build-
ings be saved ; protested against the
gentrification of conserved areas and the sub-
ordination of cultural heritage to economic
dictates ; and accused the URA of "criminal"
intentions in "letting beauty die" (The Straits
Times, 31 October 1991 ; 18 April 1992 ;
Roots, May 1991, p . 2; May 1992, p . 7) .
Most of these individual efforts to challenge
the URA's conservation stance have been to
no avail . Apart from the press, another plat-
form with the potential of channelling and
coalescing public voices on the conservation
question is the Singapore Heritage Society .
The aim of this Society is to "identify and
foster the rich legacy handed down by Singa-
pore's pioneers and their progenitors"
(Singapore Heritage Society, membership
form) through its publications, organising
heritage hunts, exhibitions, seminars, tours
and other activities, as well as submitting
reports and proposals on heritage issues to
the authorities . However, while the Society is
increasingly taking on a higher and more
visible profile, it admits that its activities
have so far been "low-key" and "limited",
and its achievements and contributions
"modest" (Roots, May 1992, p . 8) .
Aside from weighing up public partici-
pation in relation to the URA's decision-
making, respondents also felt that the private
sector could have a larger part to play in
Singapore's urban conservation . Specifically,
70.2 per cent of the respondents agreed with
the statement that the URA played too large
a role vis-a-vis the private sector, while only
11 .3 per cent disagreed; 18.4 per cent had no
opinion . Some reacted against the perceived
overly large role with complaints that the
URA was too draconian, taking over what-
ever properties they wanted to conserve ; that
they set all the rules ; that any attempt to
make the slightest of changes to one's own
building had to be approved by the URA ;
and that it was too much a reflection of
every other aspect of Singaporean life
where the state was involved. On the other
hand, some attempted to justify and rational-
ise the URA's position with the argument
that the URA was in the best position to
spearhead Singapore's urban conservation
efforts. For example, it has access to re-
sources which the private sector does not and
it has been empowered with the legal auth-
ority to carry out functions such as the
acquisition of land .
In evaluating the URA's conservation
ethos, most of our respondents felt that the
Authority had not sufficiently involved the
general public, interest groups or the private
sector . That there is as yet no strong collec-
tive voice or sustained public outcry to
challenge the URA's role may in part explain
why the URA had been able to ride
roughshod over public sentiment . For others,
a state-driven conservation programme
which fails to involve the people is a
reflection of the wider political culture in
Singapore, where the state is seen to have
absolute power and is not interested in con-
sulting the public .
Conclusion
The path Singapore has taken in its urban
transformation from an early concern with
redevelopment to a recognition of the im-
portance of conservation can be set in a
wider context. Like developed countries be-
fore it, Singapore is evolving through the
various urban renewal processes of demo-
lition, redevelopment and conservation in its
variety of forms (Burke, 1976, p . 123) . Cur-
rently, the country is at a stage where it
recognises the importance of reclaiming its
heritage . Yet, unlike Europe and Japan, for
example, Singapore does not have the cen-
turies-old traditions of these more developed
countries. Nevertheless, it is widely agreed
both by the state and the public alike that
conservation is not only desirable but necess-
ary and important in Singapore's context .
This is a fundamental point of agreement that
is the foundation for other convergences .
Specifically, state and public views about
conservation converge on two counts . There
is agreement about what conservation means ;
the `improvement' and `enhancement' of
buildings and areas through refurbishing and
landscaping, as well as preventing the demo-
lition of existing buildings and areas . There
is also agreement as to the purposes of con-
servation, whether as a legacy for the future ;
as a means of learning from or experiencing
the past; as urban decoration to beautify the
landscape ; as a source of character and ident-
ity for the city ; or as an economic resource to
attract tourists . Conversely, the intersection
of state policies and public opinions is more
equivocal when attention shifts beyond these
broad discussions of meanings and purposes .
While there is general agreement that authen-
ticity in any reconstructed or re-created
landscape is desirable, the precise measure of
authenticity is open to debate . A critical pub-
lic with a sufficiently distinct collective
memory is often censorious of the final prod-
ucts of conservation efforts, even while the
state is explicit in its aims to achieve a high
degree of authenticity . Another divergence
emerges over the question of whether conser-
vation is targeted at retaining the material
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form or the intangible traditions and
lifestyles . There is no one public voice on
this and the state is caught in a bind : the aims
of retaining traditional trades and activities
while introducing new ones antagonise dif-
ferent sectors of the public simultaneously .
These divergences between state and public
opinion are fleshed out in specific public
dissatisfactions with the Urban Redevelop-
ment Authority's conservation efforts . In an
evaluation of the conservation programme to
date, the respondents argue that the URA has
been too "heavy-handed" : the public has
largely been uninvolved and their opinions
unsolicited or unheeded; the private sector
has not been given sufficient free rein ; and
the commercial intent has been too overrid-
ing .
Clearly, in Singapore, the issues surround-
ing urban conservation and the intersections
of state policies and popular attitudes em-
body broader historical, social, cultural and
political interactions . Here, the legacies of
the past, the pluralities of the present and the
resultant cultural politics are all contained .
The search for consensus is thus much more
than an exercise in urban design and must
reach beyond the drawing boards of archi-
tects and urban designers .
Notes
I . A `monument' includes any building, struc-
ture or other erection, any memorial, place of
interment or excavation or any part or re-
mains of a monument (Section 2(1),
Preservation of Monuments Act, 1985) .
2 . These are Kreta Ayer, Bukit Pasoh, Telok
Ayer, Tanjong Pagar, Little India, Kampong
Glam, Boat Quay, Emerald Hill, Cairnhill
and Clarke Quay (Republic of Singapore
Government Gazette, March 1989, No. 1154,
p. 2343) .
3 . These are Joo Chiat, Geylang, Jalan Besar,
Blair Plain, River Valley, Beach Road, Bukit
Pasoh Extension, Desker Road, Petain Road/
Tyrwhitt Road and Race Course Road/Owen
Road (Republic of Singapore Government
Gazette, September 1991, No. 3867,
pp. 7025-7026) .
4 . Landowners of rent-controlled premises have
difficulty in selling or developing their land
because the sitting tenants often refuse to
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move out unless compensations are high
(Choe, 1975, pp . 105-106) .
5 . A total of 373 valid questionnaires were
collected from residents and shopkeepers in
the three areas combined. About half the
sample was drawn from Chinatown as this
was the biggest of the three areas and the
area where conservation had progressed the
furthest . The other half was drawn equally
from Little India and Kampong Glam . In all
three areas, residents from both high-rise
flats and shophouses were interviewed ran-
domly, with equal proportions from each of
these house types as far as possible . Their
views are taken here to refer to the `public's'
views .
6 . The Singapore Heritage Society was formed
in 1987 by a core of professionals with the
aim of channelling public opinion and acting
as a "recognised voice on conservation mat-
ters" (The Straits Times, 20 October 1987) .
7 . This is the view proposed by John Ruskin
who argued that "it is no question of expedi-
ency or feeling whether we shall preserve the
buildings of past times or not . We have no
right whatever to touch them . They are not
ours . They belong to those who built them
and partly to all the generation of mankind
[sic] who are to follow us" (quoted in Prince,
1984, p. 42).
8. The Supreme Court was erected in 1937-39
and features Corinthian and Ionic columns
and a tympanum structure by an Italian mas-
ter, Cavalori Rudolfo Nolli . This classical
building with its monumental facade and
white dome was fashioned by Frank Dor-
rington Ward, the chief architect of the
Public Works Department . It was the last
classical building to be constructed in Singa-
pore (Edwards and Keys, 1988, p . 375 ; Lee,
1990, p. 37) .
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